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Abstract
Spinning Plates is an intermedia exhibition based on multitasking, at times to an
absurd level, to address the gendered division of care labor in a typical,
heteronormative household. One hundred years into the pursuit of passing an
Equal Rights Amendment, women are still taking on the majority of duties
related to managing and caretaking the household and its children, even though
most women have also joined the income-generating labor force. At the core of
the exhibit are performance-based videos of the mother-artist multitasking,
completing household chores, exercising, and creating art. Some of the artworks
are action paintings, others are drawings made with the feet, and many are made
using by-products or residue of daily life such as food waste, compost, tea, and
coffee. Through this work the artist explores themes of gender roles, mothering,
losing mothers, decomposition, composting, and the artistic process. The videos
allow the viewer to witness the artist multitasking, being disrupted, adapting,
succeeding, failing. The performance, the videos, and the resulting works of art
are ontological equals. The performance is a private one made public through its
documentation. The edited documentation videos could not exist without the
performance, and they are video art pieces themselves. While the residual works
can exist without the performance and its documentation, they are enriched by
the understanding of the process by which they exist. The finished “gallery ready” artworks serve as a means of receiving income for the otherwise unpaid
care labor.

x
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Introduction
I am a mother. I nurture, feed, teach, encourage, read to, make art with, and
beg my child to please set the table…with silverware. She reads to me, explains to
me, tells me stories, draws pictures for me, tells me her dreams, screams at me,
and on weekends, tells me I can sleep in for twenty-four minutes and thirty-seven
seconds, the precise length of her favorite TV show. She knows it is easy to tempt
me with sleeping in because, as a graduate student during a pandemic, I have
usually been up until four in the morning. On our way out the door Monday
morning, I throw three Red Bull energy drinks into my bag; she pulls two out
knowing it is not healthy to drink so much sugar. I have worked hard to instill the
importance of self-care and the best way to do that is to model self-care. In some
areas, I shine. I still exercise and eat mostly healthy foods. In others, particularly
sleep, I am a terrible role model. I fully understand the importance of sleep and
the detriments of its deprivation -I have been experiencing more than a few of
them, but like many people, when something must give, I tend to sacrifice sleep
first.
I am a daughter. I was a daughter. I called my mother, listened to her tell me
about the evolution of her days, the cart in the grocery store and how she needed
to lean on it as she shopped, the television shows she was obsessed with, the actor
on the television shows with whom she was more obsessed, what she was
preparing for dinner, how much she missed us and wanted to see us again. Her
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voice, her laugh. I listened to her tell me about the mysterious bruises on her
body and the bent hinge of the kitchen cabinet. I wondered if she fell without
knowing it. My sister assured me our mum was fine. I drove my daughter what
should have been seven hours but was usually nine up and thirteen back with the
stops required to tend to and appease a child. The drives up were always faster
because she wanted to get to her grandmother’s house as quickly as possible. I
recorded my mother singing Hungarian lullabies to her granddaughter, telling
me stories of her youth, the privations during World War II, her escape from
Hungary during the revolution, the achievements of her career, the collapse of
her marriage to my father. We cooked and baked together. I took notes and jotted
recipes. Goodbyes were long. On the way home, I would wonder whether it was
the last goodbye, and my daughter would reassure me that we would see my
mother again. After mum’s stroke, we visited even more often. I read to her,
encouraged her, rubbed lotion into her hands and face, and fed her.
During the preceding months, I had been hearing and receiving emails about
the Coronavirus known as COVID-19 at an ever-increasing rate. After each day at
my mother’s side, I would learn about the latest closures and canceled events. I
saved all the emails I received on the subject. They seemed to mark something
significant. Later I would create an audio piece, Virus Propagation in My
Mailbox, in which I read aloud each of those e-mails regarding coronavirus and
COVID-19, from the first message on January 21st, 2019, through the end of
March 11th, 2020, the day the World Health Organization (WHO) officially
declared the virus a pandemic. I allot each day from January 21st through March
11th twelve seconds, except January 23rd, which receives more time to include a
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bit of a message from a friend in China. The long silences near the beginning of
the piece, representing days I received no COVID messages, allow the listener to
forget about this audio work, to become distracted by something else, much in
the way we would not think about the virus in its early days. As the situation
intensified, so did the number of e-mails. The listener hears a review of the
attitude various media outlets had toward the virus and how that changed over
time. This piece is not only biographical of a pandemic and a nation’s response to
it but also autobiographical of the person whose voice is reading the e-mails. It is
a set of e-mails unique to me.
Profoundly, my mother took her last breath during Ave Maria, her favorite
choral piece. Three days later the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic. We
listened to the news outside of Lake Chautauqua, where some of my favorite
memories with my mother and my daughter were formed. My daughter, six at the
time, had lost her paternal grandmother one month before her maternal one had
a stroke. We were closely bonded with both. My daughter listened to the news
reports intently. They made her anxious. “What does the virus do to mothers?”
We returned home to isolate ourselves, joining half the world in lockdown
(Sanford, 2020). I journeyed out for groceries and other essentials because my
family trusts me to be the most cautious. I was a very early masker, I wore gloves,
and I had several bottles of hand sanitizer large and small. I was prepared. This is
the kind of thing we obsessive-compulsive germaphobes are ready for. Making
these runs, I was taking on fully a task that I once shared with my husband. I
already had a disproportionate amount of household chores, not because we have
a traditional attitude toward gender roles, we don’t, we consider ourselves closer
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to the egalitarian end of the spectrum, but rather, for a variety of reasons that
makes our family dynamics like those of most of American families: My parents
taught me how to do the task and his parents didn’t teach him; I liked my way
better than his; it wouldn’t get done if I didn’t do it because it wasn’t something
he cared about; and, sometimes, because it was stereotypically assumed to be a
female-gendered role and we didn’t question those assumptions. One that falls
into the latter category is the role of the mother. She typically buys the clothes,
washes them, scrubs out the stains, irons them, mends them, folds them, and
puts them away; she buys the sheets, organizes closets and drawers; she sets out
clean linens and bathes the child; brushes, detangles, and coiffes the child’s hair;
disappears old clothes and toys, vacuums the crumbs from the car seat, (the
perfect car seat she researched for weeks,) finds the dirty socks under the couch,
organizes the art and schoolwork, communicates with teachers and parents,
arranges playdates and the thoughtful flowers brought home from those
playdates. Women, whether or not they have children, are more likely to do the
shopping, cooking, cleaning, laundry, and household management (Barroso &
Horowitz (2021); Schaeffer (2019); Petts, R., Carlson, D. Pepin J. (2020).) We
also do about half of the shared chores and are taking on more of those tasks that
stereotypically belong to men: we mow the lawn; trim the hedges; gas the car;
change lightbulbs, fuses, and tires; we have our own tools; we fix things; we build
things. Most women do this while maintaining a career or going to a job outside
of the house. How do we do it all? How can we possibly do it all? Multitasking.
Not only do women multitask, but we are also expected to multitask and to be
good at it.
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I am a mother, daughter, wife, sister, student, teacher, artist, worker,
household manager, and caregiver, and I have high expectations. I am a
multitasker, a perfectionist, striving to maintain health and fitness, while in
graduate school. I want to do it all and have it all.
But that is just not realistic. I have had to learn to give up some control and
accept the unexpected. My studio and home are no longer two exclusive places,
they are separated only by a short distance rather than by function. The lines
drawn between work life and home life have been smeared in a smudge of gray.
My work incorporates the remnants of my and my family’s daily living, traces of
our existence, indications of our consumption, and evidence of our waste.
Patterns that repeat, day after day. My home life incorporates rituals and sacred
spaces dedicated to my artmaking. “Don’t put anything on this tray. It is my art.”
And I guard that tray as if it were the last thing in my home over which I have
total control because the rest of our living space has degenerated into a place I no
longer recognize as my home. In my final year as a graduate student, I’ve been
solo parenting our exuberant child whose desires for her mother exceed what I
can give her. I want to give her more of me while she still wants me near to her. I
want to pour myself more fully into school, into the house, into my relationship
with my husband. But there is only one of me. Although my husband may not
have been doing exactly half of the household chores, he was doing far more
while living in the house than in another state. Now he feels like Cinderella on the
four days he is home each month, wishing he could just relax with his family
instead of helping me catch up on housework. “Don’t throw that away. It is my
art.” And I, I am realizing that I need to sleep more than four hours each night.
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Chapter 1. Mothers and Daughters

Motherhood can be a male-defined, constructed institution in which mothers
“do not make the rules, they simply enforce them,” (Adrienne Rich Of Woman
Born qtd in Mothers and Daughters, p 96) a construct in which girls are daddy’s
and boys are mama’s, a construct in which mothers and daughters have a
relationship of conflict and estrangement. This is motherhood as my mother
pictured it. This is the motherhood to which my mother subscribed. She nurtured
her two daughters to ambivalently feel distanced from her while yearning for her
approval and affection. She cultivated a relationship between her two daughters
that was ambivalently alienated from and caring toward each other, resisting,
surrendering to, and ultimately severing their attachment to one another. It is the
relationship that she expected my daughter and me to have with each other.
Motherhood, however, can be, and ideally is, a self-defined mothering that fosters
mutual respect for each other’s autonomy while nurturing a secure attachment
that that offers unconditional love and safety. This “empowered” relationship is
what I want for my daughter and me. We are strongly bonded and understand
each other well.
My mother had her first stroke just a month after my mother-in-law passed
away. I drove up to the hospital and spent the days at her bedside. I read her
favorite Hungarian poets to her. My daughter drew pictures for her. I worked on
my grad school assignments at her bedside while she slept. She recovered and
began in-patient physical therapy. We only spoke once after she was released
from the rehabilitation center. It was a very busy week with mid-terms. I wanted
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to call her more often that week. I was so relieved that she recovered and was
going to be okay. Then, one week after her release, she had a massive stroke
which left her in a state that I can best describe as a remnant of her former self. I
visited frequently and I called her every day. She was in hospice care for four
months. One day they called. She was transitioning. “Transitioning” is the
euphemism for dying. I was on the phone with her, I told her I loved her and that
I would come up as soon as I could, but I needed to wait until my physician
cleared me. I had the flu. I could hear the fright and tears in her voice as she
cried, “Noooooooo!”
That was the last word she said to me. The next day she spoke her very last
words, just a few hours before I arrived. She said, “I love you” to my sister. I am
glad that was her last spoken sentiment. I know that she loved me also; she
expressed it to me in her fear that I would not be with her when she died. My
mother knew that two months earlier we missed saying goodbye to my husband’s
mum. She passed away a few minutes before our plane landed in Salt Lake City.
We made it in time for my mother. My sister and I spent the next four days at my
mother’s side until she gradually passed away with each of us holding one of her
hands. My final words to her were not what they should have been either. She too
was a perfectionist priding herself in her strength and tenacity. She was a young
freedom fighter, resisting Soviet oppression in the 1950s, she was a refugee who
earned a Bachelor’s degree in a language she could not speak when filling out the
college application, she left a tumultuous marriage to raise two girls on her own,
and earned her master’s degree while doing so, she was awarded a major research
grant, she presented her work at many conferences, her work now rests in the
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Library of Congress. She asked her boss for a raise. As she struggled for her last
breath, I whispered what, at the time, I felt was an affirmation of her life’s
journey, “You fought until the last breath, Mum.” As she slipped away, I thought,
why didn’t I just say, “I love you?”
Later that summer, under quarantine, my sister and I sorted through my
mum's personal effects, and we each carried home boxes of artifacts and relics
that we believe define her. Items such as her jewelry, which she wore every day;
the curlers she wrapped her hair around every week; the manicure set she kept
within arm's reach of her seat at the kitchen table; the pinecones she collected
from around the world; the now vintage hangers she kept as mementos – many
from hotels; a replica of her teeth.
I created images with these items, by first making a photogram, then
digitizing and processing the result -increasing the contrast to make the image
more salient; adjusting the color to change its tone. This exercise of massaging
the image's appearance to adapt it to my liking is not dissimilar to how we encode
and recall memories through personal biases, coloring them with our desires. I
created many of these photographs for about a year. Early on, I saw that the
compositions over which I had exerted the most control were not as interesting as
those which experienced some sort of a mishap -either they had fallen, been
blown into a new composition, or I had temporarily forgotten about them.
Sometimes they were experimental images and I didn’t have any specific
expectations of their outcome. I realized that the images that were intriguing
were the ones that captured motion, that were enigmatic, and that portrayed the
passage of time. I let go of my tight control and created opportunities in my
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images for movement, change, and chance; images that depict the passage of
time.
When a loved one dies, the relationship with that person lives on, but it
cannot be nurtured together anymore. The relationship lives on with the
memories of the person, with their remnants and artefacts. Sometimes a new
piece of information will emerge from a diary, letter, essay, or photograph that
may alter the understanding of the deceased; thus the relationship can grow and
change. Nevertheless, it is one that does so without their input; no longer
together. No follow-up questions will be answered. They can no longer defend
nor implicate themselves. I still miss my mother and often wish I could call or
text her to ask her questions, including follow-up questions to unfinished
conversations, and items she left behind. I want to tell her that I love her and that
she should please live longer. The sharp pain of her death has dulled and become
a vest I wear that sometimes tightens around my chest. It is like the one I wear
for my father, but his I’ve broken in, now that I have had it for seventeen years.
My mother’s is newer, the knit is tighter, and is made with a heavier yarn. I am
past the initial stages of grieving. Now my feelings and thoughts about her life
and our relationship sit with me. I sort and sift through new information, old
information, unanswered questions, and my memories of her. This “sifting
through consciousness” is what Natalie Goldberg refers to as “composting” in her
book, Writing Down the Bones. It takes time to process and incorporate our
experiences, and through them, we inevitably will grow. I will embed the
resulting regeneration of my mother into my life with my family, without her
physical presence.
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There is, of course, a rawer association between death and compost, and that
is the decomposition of bodies as they return to the earth. I have finished, at least
for now, creating solar images with my mother’s belongings. Now I am creating
photograms with organic materials, otherwise known as lumen prints. I have
started documenting the remnants, the relics, of my family’s food consumption,
and food waste, in states of decomposition in the process of composting. I am
making lumen prints using our household food scraps and compost. There is
always an element of surprise when making these prints. The polychromatic
images on the paper are a result of a natural chemical process. I capture the
colors and details from the paper in a digital scan as I did in my earlier
photograms. These ones I manipulate only minimally by increasing the contrast
and decreasing the haze - the type of sharpening photos give to our memories. I
usually keep the original colors to create the final image, but not always.
Sometimes, memories have a change of color or tone.
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Chapter 2. Decomposition
We heard a loud knock on our living room bay window. Outside we found the
poor little bird that flew into the glass, lifeless on our walkway. I suggested that
we bury it alongside the other bird and the squirrel that died on our property in
past years. My husband and daughter, who was five at the time, decided they
preferred to observe the natural process of decay instead. So, the bird stayed on
the walkway to our front door, under the bay window. We watched as small flies
came along, then little worms, as the feathers sunk onto the bones, as the bones
collapsed, and the feathers become less and less distinguishable from the
concrete walkway.
In different cultures, throughout different periods of time, people have
embraced a variety of rituals and methods to send off their deceased. In ancient
Greece and Rome, women tore their hair, and the dead were often buried with a
coin in their mouth to pay the ferryman Charon for safe passage across the river
into the underworld. In Tibet and Mongolia, the bodies are laid out in the open
air of the mountains, given freely to the vultures and other scavengers to pick the
flesh and free the soul from its body. In India, families will take their loved one’s
body to the holiest of cities, Varanasi, along the holy Ganges River. There, in a
riverside ghat, the body will be burned on a funeral pyre before being set to float
down the “mother” river.
Bodies that are buried, whether they are wrapped in a cloth, or held by a
wicker basket, pine box, or fine coffin, they decay. Lia Purpura describes the
process in her essay “Imagining Burial:” “First on the scene, after making their
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way down into the earth to the body, are the coffin flies. They are followed by
blow flies and carrion flies.” Purpura writes, “Our filament unlock; we leak and
are drunk. We re-order as gas, liquid, sugar, and salt” (Purpura, 259). After skin
beetles, centipedes, snails, and cockroaches finish off what they can, the
remainder slowly decays, becoming one with the earth; reaching the vanishing
point from which life began.
Purpura thinks of the bodies in decay as “underfoot, unseen, flourishing in
their cadaveric ecosystems, colorizing in orderly waves, each in its own tie, and
bound together creating ‘decomposition islands’ – those organically rich plots
made of us and fit for the blooming of others” (p. 259). She writes about the
importance of our energy continuing to give; our bodies, though re-organized,
contribute to life and the ecosystem. “We are not made to be nonexistent” (ibid).
Our bodies become composted in with the soil.
People are afraid of unpreserved bodies contaminating the earth and drinking
water. Many people do not bury the dead expeditiously, whether to perform
rituals, wait for family to come to town, for the corpse to travel home, or for other
reasons, and therefore the body must be preserved. If kept cold enough, decay
will be delayed. However, many funeral homes are not equipped to keep the
bodies refrigerated. Sometimes, and almost always in the United States, the
deceased will be embalmed with solutions of formaldehyde, water, sometimes
methane, and/or other toxic chemicals. i It is these chemicals that I fear
contaminating the earth and drinking water. The chemicals used in embalming
are toxic to the people who do the embalming. The American Cancer Society cites
studies that link high formaldehyde exposure to an increased risk of leukemia
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and ALS (2014). Different solutions of embalming fluid are employed in different
parts of the body. One solution replaces the blood in the veins, a stronger solution
is pumped into the abdominal cavity, and others are injected under the skin as
fillers to restore the face to the familiar one loved ones long to see again. To
some, however, the chemically and cosmetically restored visage is more upsetting
or off-putting than it is comforting. While embalmers will do their best to restore
a face to its vital appearance, they will have usually only seen the face in death
and may not be able to return the face to its living likeness.
Burial is wasteful. Making coffins uses up trees; burying them uses up space.
There is a worry that we are running out of space to inhume everyone who wishes
to rest six feet underground. Cemeteries are environmentally hostile places.
Chemical fertilizers and herbicides are applied to maintain the lawns. The
caskets, and the bodies within them, leach chemicals into the ground. My
husband’s family belongs to a religious faith that believes in honoring their dead
with burial, often several days after death to perform rituals on the body that
need to be scheduled, therefore the bodies are often embalmed. I understand that
these customs have deep importance to many people. Burial has a primal sense to
it. Additionally, in the West, we are conditioned to expect burial. Most movies
and television shows represent burials rather than the cremation of the deceased.
Cremation rates recently surpassed burial rates in the United States for the first
time and they continue to rise. In many countries around the world, cremation
rates are high or increasing. Predominantly Islamic and Christian nations have
low rates of cremation. Religion and culture often dictate how to handle the
bodies of the departed.
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In my family, cremation is the norm. My father’s second wife scattered his
ashes at sea. My sister and I split my mother’s ashes. Half of my mother now sits
on top of the dining room bookshelves that hold my cookbooks. She loved to cook
and was a wonderful cook. She is also with us when we are gathered as a family. I
know she would like that. If we were ever to move, she would come with us. The
other half of my mother is 458 miles away, sitting on top of the entertainment
center in my sister’s living room. Cremation makes sense for us. It is convenient,
economical, and a little more environmentally friendly than a traditional
embalmed burial. However, cremation uses a lot of energy, and in some
countries, a lot of trees. It also emits a lot of CO2 gases contributing to global
warming. Not to mention that our mercury fillings, if not pulled or filtered
through a special filtration system, will emit toxic gases into the air during the
process. Cremation is also psychologically different from burial. Instead of giving
our mother’s body back to the earth so that it can be dismantled, rearranged, and
converted into a form that fosters new life, we had her body turned into ash and
then we split it, contained it, and now hold onto it and will carry it with us should
we move to new homes. I also have a storage unit filled with belongings that my
mother left for me. There are many pieces from her house that I am happy to
bring into my home. They are reminders of my childhood, my mother, and her
home. Nevertheless, there is a weight to carrying so much stuff. To let go of some
of her belongings, to divest myself of them, I would be putting them back into the
world so that they may provide something for someone else, or perhaps someone
else will give the objects a new life.
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Adding a full, large storage unit of possessions to the overabundance I already
have feels overwhelming. There were items my mum left for me in her will that I
declined. The washer and dryer, the stove and refrigerator (I don’t know what she
was thinking), and the black marble table. It is a beautiful piece; it is also very
heavy, and the top only sits on the pedestal. Every time I see it, I imagine it
toppling over and killing someone.
Despite the overwhelming amount of stuff I now possess, I continue to
purchase things: books, clothes, art supplies, “stuffies” for my daughter. I try to
make conscious decisions about my purchases: from where is it being shipped?
Where was it made? Can I get it locally? However, the first question should be, do
I really need this? I know that I am not alone. In fact, my habits represent the
trends of the average consumer. Scientists have identified “population, economic
growth, and affluence” as the biggest threat to our planet as we know it and to all
the creatures living on it … including us humans. The more money people have,
the more they buy: expansive houses, multiple homes, multiple cars, private jets,
yachts, extensive and expendable wardrobes, frequent dining out, etc. Between
25 and 43% of the consumption that is impacting the environment is by the top
10% of income earners (Wiedmann, Lenzen, KeyBer, & Steinberger, 2020). What
the most affluent spend their money on tends to drive what the rest of society
spends money on or on what they wish to spend their money. After basic needs
are met, an increasing amount of money is being spent on “positional goods,”
goods that define status (Wiedmann et al., p. 5).3 People striving to compete and
stay relevant and informed consume technological devices, books, journals, and
intangible media; those striving for efficiency will purchase small kitchen
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appliances, gadgets, and automobiles; people for whom it is important to manage
appearance will buy clothing, accessories, salon and spa services, and high-end
vehicles; a parent will purchase a different set of durable goods and services, the
list goes on. In the GDP-driven economy, the state sanctions and promotes
consumerism. While some technologies have made advances toward decreasing
greenhouse gases, other technologies have made it easier for corporations to
selectively target consumers with advertising using sophisticated algorithms.
Technological advancement has also made it easier for consumers to make
purchases from any seller with an online presence, almost any time of day or
night. While the most affluent make the biggest impact on the environment, all of
us with purchasing power take some toll on the environment. Therefore, we all
have the responsibility of making cognizant decisions that keep the
environmental impact in mind.
Consumers buy not only an overabundance of durable goods but excessive
amounts of food as well. The average American family spends $1500/year on
wasted food, 90% of which ends up in our landfills (Wasted! 2017). When organic
matter decomposes in a landfill, it creates methane, a greenhouse gas that is
twenty-eight times more potent than carbon dioxide at trapping heat in our
atmosphere over a period of one-hundred years (Rozsa, 2021). Twenty-four
percent of the refuse sent to the landfill in 2018 consisted of food waste (EPA).
Food waste has increased by about three-fold since 1960 and by fifty percentsince
2002. It takes a head of lettuce about twenty-five years to decompose in a landfill
(Wasted! 2017). In a compost bin, that same head of lettuce will be usable soil in
less than one year (Osmanski, 2020). Compost is soil so rich in nutrients that it
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reduces or eliminates the need for chemical fertilizers and promotes better
growth (EPA). Compost can even remediate toxic or damaged soil, revitalizing
areas and priming them for new growth (ibid). By composting, we are giving back
to the earth.
The decomposition of food is not very dissimilar from the decomposition of
bodies. First one type of bacteria enters the scene, the psychrophiles, that work
with bacteria to break down cellulose and lignin (Campbell, 1975). Once things
warm up a bit, the mesophiles come in, and the thermophiles stabilize the
compost once it is hot (ibid). Similar aerobic and anaerobic bacteria do the early
work in decomposing a body before the macro-organisms come in. In a compost
heap, those are mites, grubs, nematodes, spiders, insects, and earthworms. When
food decomposes in a compost heap, if it gets sufficient oxygen, it is broken down
mainly by aerobic bacteria, while food in the landfill that is covered by other
debris is only able to break down through anaerobic bacteria, which are up to
ninety percent slower and produce toxic gases including methane. In a body, once
the immune system shuts down, the bacteria in the stomach begin to deplete the
cells, first in the intestines (Costandi, 2015). Then there is a shift from an aerobic
to an anaerobic process, producing gases including methane, hydrogen sulfide,
and ammonia, which force the body to expand. This is the time that the body
usually enters the late stage of decomposition.
Decomposition is what I have titled my most recent series of photographic
work. These are alternative process lumen prints that I have made using our food
scraps, the food we throw into our compost bin, much of which is wasted food.
The project began with the death of my mother. Last summer I began making
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solar prints of her jewelry and her garden, then I continued to make them with
other personal effects and artefacts she left behind. Many of these images had a
quality of bones, intestines, and a few seemed like they could be the view from a
grave. It was not my conscious intention to create deathly imagery, but often the
subconscious has its way of sublimating into the artist’s work. By December, I felt
that I had exhausted the subject and I began to make lumen prints with cut fruit.
As I left the fruit on the paper for multiple days, I could see its decay. It felt fitting
that as the season was returning to the anniversary of my mother’s passing that I
would begin to work with decaying foods and compost. I was no longer in the
active mourning state, but I still miss my mum and I will be composting her loss
for a while, mentally and emotionally. When I began working with foods from my
compost bin, I didn’t really know when something became compost. I thought
that once I put them in the bin I could call it ‘compost.’ However, very much like
the processing of emotions, they cannot be tossed into a bin, forgotten about, and
called good. To begin, the food in the compost bin is simply rotting, or
decomposing, food. The amount of air in the bin will determine what kind of
bacteria are breaking down the cells of the food: more aerobic or more anaerobic.
The compost bins in the kitchen will not develop the same kind of heat that the
heap outside will, and it usually lacks enough carbon to strike a good balance. It
also lacks many of the macro-organisms – for which I am thankful as I am
usually the one in the kitchen. Once out in the compost heap, my decaying food is
not yet compost and it still must not be ignored. The heap needs to be turned to
aerate it so that it doesn’t go into an anaerobic state creating greenhouse gases.
The heap needs to have a balance of carbon and nitrogen; I may need to add
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leaves and corn husks, or I may need to add grass clippings or kelp. If my heap is
dry, I may also need to water it a little.

Buy less

Feed People
and animals
Industrial uses to
recover energy

figure 1

the EPA’s food recovery hierarchy

As I’m working on this series I’m not only working through life, I am learning
about how devastating food waste is. Most deforestation and water use are for
food production. Grocery stores throw away 30% of their produce. For every one
pound of shrimp that is captured, six pounds of “bycatch” (other fish) is disposed
of (Wasted! 2017). I’d like to combine my work with messaging that addresses
the issue. I’d also like to think of ways that I might address other forms of over-
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consumption. For now, I’ll focus on the EPA’s Food Recovery Hierarchy in my
own home and apply the top level to all areas of consumption (figure 1.)
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My Mother’s Linens
excerpts from the poem written by Renee Norman

I fold tablecloths & napkins
…
matching linen corners
…

I love these linens
the way they fill my drawers
…

the cloths in my mother’s hands
no longer hers

Norman, Renee. "My Mother’s Linens." Mothers & Daughters, edited by
Dannabang Kuwabong et al., Demeter Press, 2017.
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Chapter 3. Multitasking
In our house, we use cloth napkins. We use them because they are more
environmentally sustainable than paper napkins. The cloth napkins my mother
handed down to me aren’t stained like ours are even though they are much older.
I tuck them into the back of the bottom drawer of the hutch, behind the coasters,
to hide them, keep them from being used, keep them from getting stained. Cloth
napkins are more environmentally sustainable than paper when they are used
more than once or twice before washing, which is often not the case in our house.
The napkin hits the floor, is used to wipe a blueberry face, or is transferred to the
couch where a cat sits upon it, making it laundry after just one use. The pile of
unwashed linens and clothes in my laundry room is overwhelmingly large. I iron
the napkins when I can. They fit nicely in the drawer when they’re ironed. My
mother ironed hers too. Her mother not only ironed napkins, but she also ironed
the sheets. I don’t do that. Ironing has fallen to the bottom of or off many
peoples’ chore lists because so many other household tasks are a higher
priority…such as cooking, cleaning, grocery shopping, washing, folding, and
putting away the laundry, collecting the laundry from the bathroom floor and
putting it into the hamper, feeding the cats, taking out the litter, and feeding the
crickets to feed to the gecko (which I forgot to do and now half the crickets are
dead). To pack more tasks into any given hour, I multitask. I do leg exercises
while brushing my teeth, I brush my teeth while cooking breakfast, I eat breakfast
while driving and listening to my assigned readings, I work on my homework
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while coaching my daughter’s violin practice, I read and respond to e-mail while
making dinner.
My series of videos captures my attempts to simultaneously handle multiple
tasks that reflect my roles as mother, caregiver, student, wife, and household
manager, balancing career and household while staying fit and healthy. I have
high expectations of myself. Society has high expectations of me, and of women
in general. We are expected to be thin and muscular (Bozsik F, Bennett B (2018).
Womens’ physical appearance seems to be the trait most valued by society,
followed by our ability to nurture, (Pew Research, 2017), therefore, working out is
not a trivial component of my regimen. Not to mention its reach beneath the
superficial in helping me live happier and healthier. My performance pieces,
centering on multitasking to an absurd level, critique the concept of needing to
do all and be all. They also point out that women have not freed themselves of
stereotypical gender roles but instead have taken on additional roles. Most
women are working outside of the household, either contributing financially or
fully supporting the household (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021; J. DeMarco,
2021). Yet women in households built around heterosexual relationships
continue to do twice the housework of their male counterparts (Bianchi,
Robinson, Milkie 2006 qtd in Ridgeway 2011). Women also put in two hours to
one man-hour of childcare (ibid.) To multitask is to operate with an impediment,
because it is extremely rare, if even possible, to truly multitask. Instead, we
switch back and forth from one task to the other, losing efficiency and accuracy as
we go. To multitask is like working with an impediment, which reflects challenges
such as time constraints, space limitations, headaches, pandemics, and becoming
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a suddenly-home-schooling-mother while trying to get everything else done.
Multitasking is a self-imposed impediment that also reflects the mental barriers I
give myself as an artist.
I am not alone. Things have compounded for a lot of people. The pandemic
has made many women feel overburdened. During the past year, women have
been taking on a greater share than usual of the housework and childcare
responsibilities, whether or not they are still working outside of the home
(Oppenheim, 2020; Ferguson, 2020). Despite the soberness of the impediments
we all face, be they external, internal, or both, there is also humor in my
performances which I counterbalance with reminders of current national and
global concerns. One of the videos, It’s a Physiological Fact: Housework Makes
You Happy, is presented as a tutorial on how to multitask, while the others are
edited documentation of my process/performance. The title of the
aforementioned video is a nod to Sir Eduardo Paolozzi’s It’s a Psychological Fact
Pleasure Helps Your Disposition (1948). Paolozzi’s collaged images of happy,
smiling women doing housework were created from American magazine ads and
were Pop art critiques of consumerism (Paolozzi, 1948). I use this referent
because of its depiction of women happily doing housework, for its critique of
consumer culture, and because of a recent study sponsored by Mr. Clean,
determining that cleaning makes people happy (Mr.Clean, 2018). In my piece,
which I produced 70 years after Paolozzi created his, I represent the majority of
women who are still doing the majority of the housework (Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2021; Ridgeway, 2011), while feeling
the pressure both to have a career and stay fit, (Booth, 2019; Bright Horizons,
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2021, Mailey E., Huberty, J. Dinkel, D. & McAuley E., 2014) often while
parenting, and sometimes also taking care of their aging parents (Germano,
2019). Furthermore, although it is currently a hot debate, ironing is still on the
chore list for many women (Edwards, 2016; Jackson, 2014; Koncius, 2019; What
to Expect, 2011). The news plays in the background of my video, contrapuntal to
the tone of the tutorial, reminding viewers of the beginnings of the coronavirus
that has since become a pandemic, the political and feminist tensions with former
US President Donald Trump who was campaigning for re-election, and of human
rights because of the Iranian protesters who were attacked.

figure 2 Pig on Ironing Board

figure 3 the artist cycling on a stationary
bicycle while painting

In my video Temptation Bundling: A Revolutionary Way to Paint, I reference
the term "Temptation Bundling" coined by Dr. Katherine Milkman and her
associates in a 2014 finding that when participants bundled an activity they
enjoyed doing -listening to an e-book, with an activity they were less motivated to
do -exercising, and only listened to that e-book when exercising, the participants
exercised more often (Abramson, 2019). I chose to bundle painting, which I enjoy
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doing, but do not do very often, with riding my exercise bike, which I have not
used much at all since becoming a mother (figure 3). Because I want to reflect my
status as a mother in my work, I am painting what is around me. It is one of my
daughter's toys: a pink, squeaking pig. I have placed it on the ironing board
because I was recently ironing some art in my studio (figure 2.) Mother artists
have explored the dual role of artist and mother in a variety of ways. For example:
Mierles Laderman Ukeles washed the steps and floors of the museum
(Laderman-Ukeles Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969! 1969), Mary Kelly
documented the daily byproducts of her child's life (Kelly, 1973-1979), Sally Mann
photographed her children (Mann, 1984-1994), and Marni Kotak gave birth to
her “BabyX” in a gallery as durational performance art (Kotak, 2011).
In Dirty Work, I fold laundry that is on the ironing board, while I am on an
inversion table doing sit-ups and painting with my hair. In this piece, I am
performing the duties of the house and my career while keeping my body and
appearance in shape. The title is not only a reference to the dirty work of having
to do chores and keep up appearances by dying my hair, but also quite literally to
the messiness of my activity as paint drips down my face and onto my shoulders.
In this piece I am engaging with my materials through my body, my hair
becoming my paintbrush. I am also upside down for much of the piece, as it
seems the entire world is in this moment of time. This type of activation of
materials with the body is reminiscent of Carolee Schneemann, who physically
engaged with her media in her performative pieces and included her body in the
materiality of her work (Schneemann, C. & Jones, A., 2007) and the
contemporary work of Sue Johnson, in which the woman and the machine are
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melded into one useful object - useful until made obsolete (Johnson, Portraits
from the History of Machines, 2021). While my performance is my conceptual
artistic expression, the documentation of it and the paintings I create become the
remnant artifacts of the performance. In an interview Amelia Jones and Carolee
Schneemann discussed the importance of the photograph and the video as being
the “mementos of live action” and a layer of the work in and of themselves
(Schneemann and Jones, 2007). Schneemann used her body in her work as a way
of taking ownership and autonomy of her body (Schneemann C. & Haug,K, 1998).
In an interview in Wide Angle magazine, Schneemann stated that "whenever I
collaborated, went into a male friend's film, I always thought I would be able to
hold my presence, maintain an authenticity. It was soon gone, lost in their
celluloid dominance--a terrifying experience--experiences of true dissolution"
(Schneemann & Haug, 1998). As I use my body as medium and tool, I recognize
that I have autonomy over my actions as an artist, a dialectical relationship with
my position in playing gendered roles. The apron I wear in these videos is a direct
acknowledgement of my gendered role. I quote from Carolee Schneemann’s
writings, “Put on an apron and …Liberation Through Joyous Aggression. (I
Ching) The Abandonment of false illusions. You are in this kitchen because you
do not have a penis. Keep this in mind as you crush the garlic with the heel of
your shoe. You are in this kitchen because you have or might have a baby”
(Schneeman, 1977). The remnant artworks are also a visual, tangible
representation of the work I have completed. My invisible labor is made visible
with a cash token (should the artwork sell.) For the work to be sellable, I must
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present it “gallery ready.” If the art sells, then I will be paid for my household
labor.
In the United States, women in typical opposite-sex married households
spend at least 60% more time on household chores than their male counterparts
and twice as much time caring for dependents (US Dept. of Labor, 2016; Bianchi,
Robinson, Milkie, 2006). Not only are women putting in more hours at home, but
we must also work an additional three to four months before we receive the same
annual income as a man for the same job (M. Hebron, 2022). Most women do
also work outside of the household. In 1950, 29% of women and less than 22% of
married women participated in the labor force. Those figures compare to 59%
and almost 82% in 2019. Before the pandemic hit in 2020, 70% of married
women with children under 18 were members of the workforce (Perry, M.,
Mendez-Smith, B., Laughlin, L. (2022); Bureau of Labor Statistics, (2021); Toosi
(2002).) Once the pandemic hit and children were sent home to homeschool
alongside their working parents, the responsibility of overseeing the young
learners was added disproportionately to mothers (Miller C. (2020); Petts, R. et
al (2020); Lugumbu S. & Butterly A. (2020)). One digital learning platform
reported that 75% of the time, mothers (as opposed to fathers) registered their
children on the website (Ferguson 2020). Not that we could let our kids go loose
in these virtual classrooms, they still needed guidance and encouragement, but
we could attempt to multitask.
“The

media

portrays

multitasking

as

a

time

management strategy used primarily by working
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mothers in their struggle to meet the multiple demands
of work and home. If indeed mothers multitask more
frequently than do fathers, then multitasking is likely
an important source of gender inequality. Research
shows that in dual-earner families, mothers combine
housework (Lee and Waite 2005; Sayer 2007a, 2007b;
Sayer et al. 2009) and childcare (Bianchi et al.2006;
Craig 2006, 2007; Craig, Mullan, and Blaxland 2010;
Ironmonger 2004; Sayer 2007a,2007b; Zick and
Bryant 1996) with other activities more frequently than
do fathers, and that these trends contribute to the
exacerbation of the unequal division of labor between
mothers and fathers. (Offer S. & Schneider B., 2020.)”
Women tend to succumb to the pressure of perfectionism more than men do
(Cornwall, 2022). We want to be perfect students with perfect bodies, who
develop into perfect workers, partners, and mommies. I am a perfectionist. I do
not like to leave things to chance. I like to control outcomes. I want to ensure
success and desired results. This added pressure of perfectionism explains
women’s drive to do more. The gendered expectations placed on women set the
stage for us to do more. Husbands typically believe that they’re doing just as
much (Barroso, 2021; Schaeffer, 2019; Pew Research.) Research, diaries, logs,
and clocks show that men overestimate their contributions and underestimate
the work of their female partners.
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In Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975), Martha Rosler’s parody of a television
cooking show in which she introduces the tools of the kitchen alphabetically,
getting progressively more comedically aggressive as she approaches the letter Z,
Rosler is not giving in easily to a dutiful role in the kitchen (Rosler, 1975). The
second-wave feminists fought hard to liberate women from their roles as support
staff to men (Levy, 2005). Women often must find creative solutions that work
best for their situation. After Mierle Laderman Ukeles had her child she no longer
found time to create art. In her Manifesto for Maintenance Art, 1969! (1969), she
proposed to live in the museum with her baby and husband for a month, cooking,
and cleaning, doing her life as art, which she did (Laderman Ukeles, 1969). In his
essay "Relational Aesthetics,” Bourriaud wrote that as artists we should learn “to
be in the world in a better way” and that “the role of artworks is no longer to form
imaginary and utopian realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of
action within the existing real” (Bourriaud, 1998). My multitasking videos lie
somewhere in between existing unpretentiously in the real world, sincerely
making the most of being able to get two things done at once, and critiquing,
tongue-in-cheek, the contemporary conception of needing to do all and be all. I
delve into the subject more thoroughly in Chapter five.
My Underfoot series of works on paper and one video covers many of the
same themes and is grounded in the same theories. Underfoot V: Anyone’s blue,
my blue, in my studio, over five days, was created on two pieces of mulberry
paper taped together and taped onto the floor between my two desks. I opened
the blue first because it appealed to me most at that moment. As I was working,
writing about gender in the arts and arts administration, seeing the blue on my
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feet led me to think about Yves Klein’s Anthropometry series (Klein, 1960). He
used women as paintbrushes to create the blue paintings while he "stayed clean
[and] no longer dirtied himself with color” (Museum of Modern Art, 2021). My
work contrasts with Klein’s, my being a woman with autonomy over my
movements on the substrate. A man is not directing me. However, my
movements are somewhat confined to the space in which I am creating the
artwork. Walking off the paper is messy and a hassle. It is a self-imposed limit,
but a real one, nevertheless. Also, unlike Klein, I am not staying clean. While I
keep my hands clean to work at my computer, my feet are becoming black with
charcoal and graphite and blue with near-Klein blue hue. In the title of this piece,
I also reference Klein's claim of ownership over a color, “International Klein
Blue” (IKB) (Museum of Modern Art, 2021). Like Carolee Schneemann, I am
taking possession of my body. I am also stating that the color blue is
democratized.
For the video and accompanying works on paper entitled Underfoot: Cooking
with Paprika, I make marks on paper with my feet using charcoal, graphite, and
paprika while making a traditional Hungarian meal that is seasoned with the red
spice. Again, I am a woman with autonomy over my movements on the substrate.
My movements are not being directed by a man. However, they are confined to
the space in which I am creating the artwork and dinner: the kitchen. Also, again,
I am not staying clean. While my hands must stay clean to prepare food for my
family, my feet are becoming black with charcoal and graphite. Not only does this
piece have an inherent dialectic with autonomy and confinement, but it also has a
similar one with the control and lack of control over the process of making. This
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piece presents a scenario that is very real and, quite likely, relatable to many. To
others, it will open a window into the joys and chaos of parenthood. While I set
the stage for a meditative durational performance piece, it almost immediately
fails as such because the reality of my home life disrupts it. First, my cat walks
into the charcoal and needs to have his feet cleaned. This catches my daughter’s
attention. When discovering the setup, she has her own performative interaction
with it. I continue to make dinner as the artwork I intended to make
disintegrates. My husband is flummoxed by my nonchalance as he tries to
intervene and corral our daughter. In his book Strange Tools, Alva Noë writes
that “Art aims at the disclosure of ourselves to ourselves and so it aims at giving
us opportunities to catch ourselves in the act of achieving perceptual
consciousness … of the world around us” (Noë, 2015). Through the conversation
we have in the kitchen, prompted by my husband’s asking whether I would like
him to intervene, the piece becomes a meditation on when art becomes art. Is it
in the conception, or is it in the process? Life itself becomes art. It also
encompasses feminist thought, gender politics, and family politics because I am
teaching my husband and daughter that my daughter also has a voice and choice
with her body. The pieces in this Underfoot series, while also about multitasking
differ from the previously discussed Multitasking Woman series (Wall Painting,
Dirty Work, It’s A Physiological Fact: Housework Makes You Happy,
Temptation Bunding -A Revolutionary Way to Paint) because rather than
focusing on the physicality of multitasking, they focus on the repetition of my
movements in a confined space over time, and they visually capture only the
physical work of my feet. The two series have many common elements, including
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that my latent presence (and likely my DNA) exists in the residual works of art
that are a result of my physical work. I put myself into my work.
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Chapter 4. Residue
I drink my tea slowly from a white mug. I am multitasking. In my neglect,
sepia rings form around the inside of the cup. The residue, like tree rings, is
measuring the passage of time. I will wash it clean, but first, I photograph the
residual rings, the abstracted markers of my daily practice. Those rings are not
too conceptually different from the artwork I make. I create a scenario in which a
residue remains while I am doing something else. It’s what humans do on Earth.
We leave traces of our existence, markers that we were here, usually while we are
doing something else. My mother’s residue is split in two. Half of it with my
cookbooks, the other on my sister’s entertainment center.
My mother drank coffee. I used to drink coffee. Since becoming pregnant with
my daughter, over nine years ago, I have only been able to drink tea. I like tea. I
drink it every day. My mother wrote me many letters. She always had a cup of
coffee next to her as she wrote her letters. On rare occasions, an envelope would
have the tell-tale ring from the bottom of her mug – where it left its trace of her
morning routine, a snapshot of her more than just writing, but of her, living her
daily life. The letters were always written on nice paper or lovely, artful cards.
Some were sweet. Others were acidic. Sometimes I read the caustic ones at
parties to uproarious laughter. They say laughter is the best medicine. She wrote
many letters to many people around the world. She was good at maintaining
connections. I saved every one of her letters to me and she saved every one of
mine to her. I don’t have many people in my life that I still write to and I don’t
really write letters to them anymore either. But on the first of every month, I pull
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out a fresh piece of fine white writing paper or watercolor paper, set it on a tray in
the kitchen, and each day I set my tea bag on it until the last day of the month,
when that residual artwork, that measurement of time, another month on Earth,
is completed.
At first, I let chance dictate the composition. I tossed the tea bag up onto the
paper with no regard for where it landed. Chance Art ala Hans Arp. As someone
who used to stifle her art by over-controlling it, this process was freeing. Over the
summer, my husband participated by placing his pour-over coffee filters onto
sheets of ecru writing paper for two months. Those two sheets mark his presence
in the household. In August, he moved to New York, where we will join him after
I graduate. For now, I am solo parenting during my final year of graduate school.
As the semester progresses, it is harder for me to keep up with daily chores. The
house becomes more unkempt, disrupting my mental state, and I feel a need to
assert control over my tea bag compositions. It is the only thing I feel I still have
control over in the house. I create compositions with their placement. I drink
specific teas for their distinct colors. Where my ritual and consumption once fully
dictated my art, my art is now exerting influence over my ritual and
consumption. The lines of delineation continue to blur.
As I contemplate the intention that governs the residual marks I make on
paper, I loop back in my mind to the metaphor I made earlier. We leave many
traces and too often fail to consider the consequences of our residues. As a
species, as individual representatives of this species, we must intentionally
reduce the negative impacts our traces leave on this Earth.
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Chapter 5. The installation

figure 4

entry point of Spinning Plates exhibit in Duke Hall Gallery of Fine Art

The installation of my MFA thesis exhibit in Duke Hall Gallery of Fine Art on
the campus of James Madison University, on exhibit from April 8, 2022 through
May 5, 2022, is a representation of my current state of being. It is a visual
autobiography, say an autobiogram. I present to the audience upon first viewing
abstract images that are clean, nice, orderly, and professional. Upon closer
inspection, many of these surfaces reveal within them something recognizable: a
footprint, a leaf, cherries. Yet they remain enigmatic.
I’ve designed the space and installed the pieces to create a natural flow
through the space. There is the main entryway to my space which includes the
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title on the end of the wall on the right (figure 4.) Perpendicular to the flow of
traffic inward is a flat eight-foot wall with a large work on paper, one of the main
images that I have used to spread the word about the exhibit. To the right, I have
made the walls angle inward slightly to create a wider entryway leading to a
narrower point in front of a high contrast image. As a second exteroceptive
stimuli, I am screening a video onto the wall facing into the space. The video has
a relationship with the pieces it is across from, however, its sibling artwork is on
the wall on the other side of the entryway. This connection will become apparent
to the attentive viewer as they move through the space. In fact, there are many
connections to make as they experience the exhibit.
At the center of the space sits a custom-built, irregular pentagonally-shaped
enclosure with an opening that faces the far wall. I designed the angles of the
walls specifically to create a larger space upon entry that spirals progressively
tighter as viewers enter further into the space (figure 5). The angles themselves
do not actually all get progressively smaller to create the sensation because the
tightest angle (of eighty-five degrees) narrows the overall space, giving the
illusion of space getting progressively tighter. While the viewer may not
consciously take notice of this design element without specifically being apprised
of the fact, the architectural cue is intended to provide a subconscious stimulus
for the viewer to find the space constricting. Framed art hangs on all exterior
walls of the enclosure and projectors on top of it project videos onto the interior
walls. Inside, the videos play simultaneously, adding to the tension and
overwhelming nature of it. The enclosure walls are painted to match the gallery
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walls so that they fit into the gallery space naturally. Psychologically, corners are
generally comforting, and this space has five corners. The projectors sit on top
and aim down into the space, giving the spectator inside the feeling that they are
being watched or surveilled. The space offers both comfort and discord. It is my
center, my home, what’s going on behind the scenes in my private life – which I
have made public, not only to the viewers of this exhibit but to babysitters and
anyone who sees me with my child. Adrienne Rich writes that women and
mothers, especially mothers, are under scrutiny in ways that men and fathers are
not (Rich, 1976). We are judged for how we dress and feed our children, how our
children behave and how we respond to that behavior. It begins when we are
pregnant and strangers suddenly become touchy and full of advice, while some
close friends distance themselves from the person who is becoming a mother. The
inside of this enclosure represents the chaotic activity, the comfort, and the
scrutiny I experience in my private life. In three of the five instances, the videos
on the interior walls correlate with the artwork that hangs on the exterior of the
same wall. It is not necessary for the viewer to catch that detail, but it is an
intentional connection I made to emulate the fact that what we do in one instance
is connected to what happens in another.
The first video the viewer encounters is the video that sets the stage for
everything else in the exhibit. It is the only video projected outside of the
enclosure, onto the wall to the right of the exhibit entry. I set it up in this spot to
attract viewers, motivating them to head in the intended direction of the exhibit.
The video is Underfoot: Cooking with Paprika, a twenty-minute “long short.”
This movie shows the dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship and the
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process of making art at home with a child. It takes place in the kitchen, where we
create the food waste, where we make our coffee and tea.

figure 5 plans for, model of, and actual pentagonal structure built for the exhibit

Proceeding around the exterior of the pentagon in the anticipated direction
will reveal more artwork (figure 6). On the left will be Hair Paintings and, on the
right, will be Decompositions. Three things I kept in mind when selecting which
Decomposition photograph to place in which position were a) sightlines and
reveals, b) color and energy coordination within my space and also with the
neighboring artists’ space sightlines, and c) having photos in the exhibit that
represented the following elements: tea, the linden leaves from which I made
some of the tea, hair, food waste, the remains of food consumption, and compost.
The space behind the pentagon (from the perspective of the main entryway) is the
most expansive. There is room here to breathe and enjoy stillness and beauty. It
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is here that the conventionally prettiest images hang (figures 7.1-7.3.) Sometimes
between myself prepared for public and the behind-the-scenes commotion of my
private life solo parenting an eight-year-old while my co-parent is teaching in
another state, I have moments to breathe, moments of peace, to appreciate the
good that surrounds me, to savor the unrecapturable moments spent with my
daughter who is full of wonder, ideas, creativity, and intellect.

figure 6 installation view of Hair Paintings 1-3 (left) and Decompositions
(center and right)

It is in this ample space that visitors rounding the irregular pentagon will
reach its opening. The wall to the right of the opening extends four feet beyond
the entryway, acting as an arm to guide viewers into the enclosure and as a shield
blocking reflected light. To the left of the entry into the enclosure is the painting I
made in the video on the opposite side of the wall. On a pedestal to the right of
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the painting (and still to the left of the entryway) sits the utility belt I wore in the
performance to make the painting (figure 8.)

figure 7.1 installation view of (left to right) Decomposition no.13: oranges,
Decomposition no. 5: from the compost bin, Decomposition no.18:
compost, Wall Painting
The tool belt is black, padded, and utilitarian; like one any rigger or
construction worker might wear, with a few distinguishing details. This one was
custom made to fit me, has an adorable bunny rabbit logo, and I have attached
weights to it with pantyhose, which cannot support the weight, and thus they rest
on the floor, pulling the pantyhose taut and twisted almost a quarter of the way
around the pedestal, a twist reflexive of the twisting of the pentagon. The burden
of the weight on the pantyhose is a symbol of the burden of the additional
housework load, childcare load, and having to work harder in the workplace to
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(top) figure 7.2 installation view of (left to right) Decomposition no.20: cherry
pits and stems, Decomposition no. 22: linden tree leaves and
stems, Decomposition no.13: oranges
(bottom) figure 7.3 installation view of (left to right) Decomposition no.15:
pandemic haircut, Decomposition no. 21: apricot stones,
Decomposition no.20: cherry pits and stems
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reap rewards equal to those of their male counterparts.1 The pantyhose are a
reminder of the constraining uniform of undergarments women were expected to
wear in many institutions just one decade preceding ours. Not too long before
that, forty-fifty years, they were a symbol of freedom (T. Patterson, 2015;
M.Komar, 2019).

figure 8

entry to the enclosure, Wall Painting, and my toolbelt on a pedestal
are to the left of the entryway

Whereas outside the enclosure are images and a video on which the viewer
can meditate or dive into and explore, inside the pentagonal enclosure, the
atmosphere penetrates the viewer. All the videos have a diegetic sound that is
played concurrently in the space. The audio from the video projected outside the
space also bleeds into the enclosure. The audio tracks layer sounds of hitting,
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tapping, grinding, scraping, the peeling of tape, squeaky parts, water, mobile
phone alarms, and the occasional words spoken to myself or with my family mostly with my daughter. The projectors are perched on top of the wall staring
down into the space, like surveillance cameras. Seven videos are being projected
onto the five walls, overlapping, a little skewed, and overwhelming. The first
video on the wall to the right is a close-up of my hands grinding six sticks of white
chalk in a light grey marble mortar and pestle, chalk meant to become the top
layer of the most recent in my Underfoot series, numeral VII: A week in the
studio. The video is 6 minutes and 5 seconds in length. It starts on a medium
overhead view and jumps into a medium-close overhead, followed by close
overhead cuts of the grinding. As the camera lens gets tighter, the chalk is ground
finer. The sound is of my pounding, crushing, and grinding the chalk, and me
occasionally talking to myself about when I would need to pick up my daughter,
wondering what I would do to keep her occupied, and how tired I was of grinding
the chalk (figures 9, 10.) The video adjacent to the grinding video is Drawing
Timelapse, a fifty-second timelapse of me putting down the paper and laying
down the first layers of charcoal for the Underfoot VII: A week in the studio.
(figure 14.) Drawing is a view of my feet leaving prints on paper on a real
timeline revealed by the shifting light temperature in the room. The video
projection is aimed at the point where the first and second walls meet (figure 9.)
The projection of Drawing partially overlaps with the Grinding video to its right
and the video Pick up and Spray on its left. Pick up and Spray is a thirteenminute video showing the process of finishing Underfoot VII. It begins with my
alarm notifying me that it is time to pick up my daughter. This alarm sounds
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multiple times in the room originating from different videos. In new light, I
return, peel the tape, lift the paper, take it next door to spray it, forget my mask,
go back for it, spray, run out of fixative, drive home for more, finish spraying, roll
the piece back up, and take it back to my studio on a windy day (figure 11.) This
video overlaps with the timelapse video on its right and the Míra in Studio video
projection on its left. There are two projections of Míra in Studio. They overlap
with each other and with their adjacent video projections. Míra in Studio begins
with a triptych of my eight-year-old daughter videotaping herself and things she
finds around her while I am working at my computer, seen in glimpses in the
background of her movie (figures 12, 15.) I find out later, while editing, that she is
content entertaining herself with my iPhone’s video camera while I am working
at my desk oblivious to her, because multitasking is more something we are
expected to do, than something that we can do - or at least can do well (Lien M.C., Ruthruff E., and Johnston J.) The six-minute and forty-two-second Míra in
Studio videos are the last in the series pertaining to Underfoot VII: A week in the
studio, which is mounted on the exterior wall at the center of these projections
(figure 14.) Míra in Studio also reveals that my daughter accidentally sat down
onto the bowl containing the white chalk powder that I had spent many hours
over several days grinding, as seen in the first video, upending the bowl, and
spilling its contents. I carefully clean the powder off her clothes and body, glad
that she is wearing a mask, laughing at the irony of what just happened (figure
13.) We both laugh at the hilarity of it. At one point I laugh and jokingly say to
her, “Can’t take you anywhere,” to which she laughs at first, but then stops and
asks, “Why?” I laugh. After a pause, she quite seriously asks again, “Why?” As if
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it too were chalk dust, I brush the question off, “Oh, it’s just a saying.” I fail to tell
her that it is a joke. Because I have watched this scene replay many times while
editing the footage, I get to see that I should have handled her question
differently and taken her question more seriously. What else have I said that
seemed meaningless to me has she taken to heart?

figure 9

installation view inside the enclosure of video projections (left to right)
Míra in Studio, Pick up and Spray, Drawing, Grinding

The video to the left of Míra in Studio is an abridged version of It’s a
Physiological Fact: Housework Makes You Happy, an almost thirteen-minute
video of me demonstrating how to iron while riding an exercise bike - as I get my
own ironing done and exercise in (figures 12, 13. 15,) I play with the speed of the
video, speeding time and slowing it at different points within the video while the
audio remains constant, to accentuate the feeling of this seemingly endless task.
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(top) figure 10 installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to
right) Drawing, Grinding
(bottom) figure 11 installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to
right) Míra in Studio, Pick up and Spray, Drawing
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figure 12 installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to right)
Dirty Work (bottom), It’s a Physiological Fact: Housework Makes
You Happy (top), Míra in Studio
The audio is of my tutorial and of national public radio news discussing the
emerging Coronavirus infections on cruise ships, former President Donald
Trump’s re-election efforts, and the attacks on protestors in Iran. Projected below
the Housework Makes You Happy video and partially on the adjacent wall to the
left is my four-minute forty-second video Dirty Work in which I create the hair
paintings displayed on the opposite side of the wall (figure 16.) I paint with my
hair while doing sit-ups and folding laundry; creating art while taking care of my
body and doing the household chores (figures 15, 18.) This work has some
common strands with Janine Antoni's Loving Care (1993) in which Antoni mops
the gallery floor with her hair dipped in black hair dye. I am using black paint as
a symbol of hair dye and as a medium for canvas. I am using tempera paint
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because it is safe to use on the floor around my daughter and pets. (It is my
daughter’s paint.) Antoni and I are both acknowledging the gendered nature of
housework -her piece is a direct reference to her mother’s mopping of the floor;
in mine, I fold our actual laundry. Both Antoni and I are reclaiming the female
body - no longer to be used by men as paintbrushes as Yves Klein did for his
Anthropometrie series (his blue paintings) to which I respond in Underfoot V:
Anyone's blue, my blue in my studio, over five days (figure 17.) We are both
making action paintings, which are generally regarded as a masculine artistic
process. Antoni uses her body in a subjugated form to take control of the
space in a powerful way. I use the strength of my body to accomplish my tasks,

figure 13 Installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to right)
Dirty Work (bottom), It’s a Physiological Fact: Housework Makes You
Happy (top), Míra in Studio
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but I’m getting paint on my face and shoulders. I’m doing dirty work. By the end,
I have exhausted my abdominal muscles. Antoni’s gaining strength over time can
be likened to the strength of the women’s movement, which I think was still
gaining strength in the 1990s. My losing strength over time can be likened to the
current loss of women’s rights, particularly over their bodies, the yet unattained
equal wages, and to the exhaustion of fighting for the passing of an Equal Rights
Amendment for one hundred years.

figure 14 Underfoot VII: a week in the studio (2021)
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(top) figure 15

installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to
right) Dirty Work (bottom), It’s a Physiological Fact:
Housework Makes You Happy (top), Míra in Studio

(bottom) figure 16 installation views of Hair Painting 1, Hair Painting 1, Hair
Painting 3

52

figure 17 Underfoot V: Anyone’s blue, my blue, in my studio over five days
(2021)

In the 1970s, female artists Carolee Schneemann and Martha Rossler created
work voicing their refusal to be relegated to the kitchen, and mother artists
Mierle Laderman-Ukeles and Mary Kelly refuted the idea that they had to choose
between being an artist and being a mother. In the intervening years, female
artists and mother artists have challenged gender roles and inequalities. Micol
Hebron created the Internet Appropriate Male Nipple Template (2014) to cover

53
the “offending female nipples” posted on social media outlets such as Facebook
and Instagram with an “acceptable male nipple” to bring attention to the
“puritanical, hypocritical, sexist ‘community guidelines’” that censor the display
of female nipples but not of male nipples (M. Hebron, 2016.) On these social
media platforms, pictures of women breastfeeding their babies are permitted
only if the caregiver’s nipple is completely obscured, and post-mastectomy photos
can only be posted if the nipple has been completely removed (R. Epp Buller and
C. Reeve, 2019.) Artists Marni Kotak and Courtney Kessel are mother artists who
have brought their children into their practice as collaborators. Kotak gave birth
to her son Ajax in a gallery in October 2011 and plans to continue her
collaborations with her son until he reaches adulthood (Kotak, The Birth of Baby
X, 2011; Raising Baby X, ongoing). Kessel puts a seesaw in the gallery, sits her
daughter on one end, and herself on the other. On her daughter’s side, she piles
on things that will occupy her child; books, drawing supplies, and household
items -things they have amassed together as mother and daughter, until the
seesaw is in perfect balance. This is her way of visually representing how much
she carries, and how much she keeps in balance. As her daughter gets older and
learns to care for herself a bit more, there won’t be a need for quite so much
weight, but it is surprising how much it still takes (Courtney Kessel, In Balance
With, 2006-ongoing.)
There is more acceptance of mother and parent artists today than ever. There
are artist residencies and grants oriented specifically toward parents and
mothers. There are exhibits of art created specifically for women, mothers, and
parents; festivals and workshops for mother artists and cross-sectional mother
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artists. Having the additional funding or space to create art while caretaking a
child or children is welcome and needed support for mother artists who are often
self-funding their careers (whether with or without support from a spouse or
partner.) However, many grants do not allow artists to claim childcare expenses.
Having a space in which to show one’s work is also beneficial. However, as
Ukranian-born Isreali artist Anna Perach puts it, “motherhood is considered a bit
of a taboo within the art world…as if the artist ‘sold out’ or joined the
bourgeoisie” (H. Judah, 2020.) Tracey Emin is often quoted from an interview in
2014 saying “There are good artists who have children. Of course there are. They
are called men.” When an exhibit exclusively features art by mother artists, it will
draw mostly female, mostly mother audiences. The work of mother artists
belongs in the mainstream where wide audiences can see the care labor that
mothers provide. The pandemic was useful in drawing the curtain back to reveal
the number of workers who have children at home, crying at mom’s feet, sitting
on dad’s lap, and pulling on mum’s hair. As they were seen and heard on
computer screens, television screens, telephone lines, and radio speakers around
the world, children, and parenting, became a little more normalized.
By creating an installation that reveals the labor of care, the messiness of care,
the strength and tenacity needed to be a multitasking mother artist, the moments
of failure, the moments of reflection, learning, and laughter, I am hoping to
generate conversation around care work provided by women, especially mothers.
The difference between artwork like mine being generated today and the work
such as Laderman-Ukeles’ Care Manifesto! is that we have been calling for
attention to this, and calling for equality, for at least fifty years (really one-
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hundred years.) The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) of 1973 (an adaptation of
the 1923 Equal Rights Amendment written by Alice Paul) finally received enough
state support to become ratified to our constitution with Virginia’s state
ratification in 2020, however, we missed the deadline for it by almost three
decades. Not to be ignored is the fact that five states have rescinded their
ratifications -whether they may legally do so is debatable. As a woman, I cannot
conceive of any reason for not ratifying the ERA. Who is arguing against the idea
that women should be treated as equals to men? Who would want to rescind
ratification?
The video on the last wall is entitled Wall Painting. It is a short video which
begins with me mixing black acrylic paint with medium in a teacup - a symbol of
feminine domesticity. It is the one I use to hold paint in other videos. Another
symbol of female domesticity I use throughout the videos is the apron. I wear
short black leggings and a black t-shirt as a symbol of my ordinariness- my
situation is not unusual; it is quite normal. I wear my hair in ponytails because it
is utilitarian, and it is my personal protest against the idea that adult women are
“not supposed to” wear their hair in ponytails. The striped socks are for Pippi
Longstocking, the rebellious powerhouse, free-spirited feminist I want my
daughter to love (she doesn’t…yet.)
I make a mess mixing the paint and mutter to myself about the mess while
cleaning it up. The talking out loud to myself in these videos is not scripted. nor
am I making utterances out loud for the video. It is how I every day. The movie
cuts to a close-up of two paintbrushes applying paint to a canvas. A medium shot
reveals that they are both attached to a tool belt around my waist and my back is
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to the canvas. I paint by repeatedly squatting and standing. A wide shot reveals
that I am standing on the bathroom counter washing face masks in the sink
(figure 18.) Hanging from the toolbelt are two dumbbells attached with
pantyhose. The pantyhose are a former piece of women’s dress code, now
symbols of female repression, though not completely outdated (V. Friedman,
2021.) I am using them as tools. The weights are there to add to my conditioning,
but like the pantyhose, they carry the meaning of the burden that women bear in
doing the extra care work. After completing the wash, I stand tall with my hands
on my hips, in a superheroine stance of accomplishment, taking a breath before I
get down off the counter (figure 19.) As I carefully climb down, I steady myself
with an off-camera towel holder, which breaks under my weight. I tumble to the
floor with a crash as a striped sock passes in front of the camera that teeters on its

figure 18 installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to right)
Wall Painting, Dirty Work (bottom), It’s a Physiological Fact:
Housework Makes You Happy (top)
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tripod revealing the second camera. This moment, while unplanned, is an
important one. It shows the fallibility of the human under stress; it shows that life
is messy and imperfect. Although my work is about my experience as a
multitasking mother, daughter, artist, household manager, and graduate student,
the work is relatable to anyone who multitasks. My disparate duties have me
thinking and doing in so many different directions that juggling does not feel like
an apt description of what I’m doing; a juggler gets to stand in one place. I must
divide my attention, keeping track of different projects in different worlds. It feels
like spinning plates. Sometimes, I forget to keep one spinning and it falls, and all
I can do is run as fast as I can to catch it before it hits the ground and get it up
and spinning again. 1

figure 19 installation view inside enclosure of video projections (left to right)
Wall Painting, Dirty Work (bottom), It’s a Physiological Fact:
Housework Makes You Happy (top)
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Exiting the enclosure and continuing around it counter-clockwise, the
viewer will encounter twelve matted and framed tea prints, along with two coffee
prints, mounted in two rows on a single twelve-foot-long wall. Each eight-and-ahalf by eleven or nine by twelve-inch sheet of paper, either writing or watercolor
paper, holds the stains of one month of daily tea bags or coffee filters. Because
these pieces are smaller and more intimate, I have them displayed in a corridorlike space. The mats and frames are white so that the paper, which is float
mounted, has space to breathe while remaining in conversation with the other
pieces within the subseries (figures 20, 21.)

figure 20 installation view of (left to right) Decomposition no.18: compost,
Wall Painting, Multitasker’s tool belt, (top row) September 2021 tea,
October 2021 tea, November 2021 tea (bottom row) April 2021 tea,
May 2021 tea, May 2021 coffee
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figure 21 installation view of (top row left to right) September 2021 tea, October
2021 tea, November 2021 tea, December 2021 tea, January 2022 tea,
February 2022 tea, March 2022 tea, (bottom row left to right) April
2021 tea, May 2021 tea, May 2021 coffee, June 2021 tea, June 2021
coffee, July 2021 tea, August 2021 tea

The plexiglass in the frames is lighter than glass would be and, in some ways,
more resilient, but it reflects the lights markedly. I would like to replace these
plexiglass faces with museum or conservation glass. Across from these pieces and
perpendicular to them are Underfoot IV: Cooking with Paprika: Remnants I & II
-an eighteen-inch-wide and thirteen-foot-tall installation of the two pieces of roll
paper on which my daughter and I left our footprints in the video Underfoot
Cooking with Paprika (figure 22.) On the parallel wall facing the Quotidian Tea
and Coffee series is another enlarged lumen scan, this one of a month’s worth of
wasted citrus fruits (figure 22.) With the lumens, I hope to increase awareness of
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food waste and alternative food waste solutions such as conversion to compost,
animal feed, fuel, etc., not necessarily by being overly didactic, but instead by
creating the images about which people will ask questions that I can respond to
with my personal history and bit of knowledge I’ve gained through creating the
series.

figure 22 installation view of (from left to right) Decomposition 17: oranges in
cherry syrup, Underfoot IV: Remnants 1 and 2 of Cooking with
Paprika
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Chapter 6. In Closing

Many years ago, I read a book about Wu Wei, which is a Taoist philosophy
from which I interpreted that it’s easier and makes more sense to float down the
river than to paddle upstream. This has stuck with me. It resonates with the
words of artist Anne Hamilton when she says:

“Well, I think, when my son was born, you know, I think I just had
to learn how to make differently, that, you know, it happens in your
kitchen, and that it happens — it just happens differently. And I
think there was a process of trusting that just because you can’t be
in whatever studio, whatever you call your studio, doesn’t mean
that you’re not having a thought. Or insight, or something. And I
think it’s that if I conceive of them as being separate, then I will be
forever frustrated. But if they’re all one practice, and every project
is — and all the projects are one big project, then I think I — you
know, not that we don’t feel pressed for time in some ways, but then
there’s an anxiousness that I can at least allay a little bit. And, you
know, sometimes the most important thing you need to do is, like,
make the soup."

My three years of graduate school were different from what I expected them
to be. I hoped my mother would be in the convocation to see me graduate. The
past three years have not been what anyone has anticipated. Many people have
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lost loved ones to Covid in addition to the normal number of deaths that occur
each year due to other causes. Many mothers are solo moms, many more are
single moms. Courtney Kessel went through graduate school as a single mom.
Most people do not go to graduate school. Most people have enough sense to not
become artists. Most people do have daily rituals, have wasted food, have created
food scraps, have walked and rolled around on a chair in a confined space for too
long, have multitasked, and have labored. Many have or have had young children.
At some point, I think most people have felt overwhelmed by the number of
metaphoric plates they’ve had spinning on poles pointed up toward the sky, some
have felt them crashing down. I hope and believe that viewers can find my
installation universally relatable. I also hope that the women, and especially the
mothers, who see this, feel heard and understood. We have come a long way; we
continue to progress; we must fight against setbacks and continue pushing for
egalitarianism and equal rights. Someday, women will receive equal pay for equal
work, and they will be discriminated for bearing and raising children - in the arts
or any other field. When women do have children, I hope that they will have paid
maternity leave for a minimum of twelve weeks and that their partners do as well
so that the mother does not have to shoulder the burden of taking care of a
newborn while managing the household alone.
When I create a piece of art that is a residual piece of my labor, its value is not
based on its aesthetic qualities alone, but on the value of the time and energy I
spent making it, and the method I used to create it. This work is my way of
making the invisible workload visible. They are a monetary token of the
housework I also completed while making these pieces. If I sell them, I not only
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get paid for my time spent making the art, but since I was multitasking, I will get
paid for my time and labor spent on household chores.
My absurd multitasking solution, however, is not reasonable. The real
solutions are to continue to work toward sharing household tasks equally, ratify
the Equal Rights Amendment, close the wage gap, offer both parents paid
maternity leave of at least twelve weeks, offer better and more subsidized
childcare programs, seriously consider a Universal Basic Income, and maybe find
more feasible, little ways to multitask.
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End Notes

i

Benzene, ethanol, isopropyl alcohol, ethylene glycol, and acetone, of which only acetone is

mildly toxic. The others are toxic. Ingredients source from Pierce
1

I realize that the weights displayed are rather small to be a metaphor for such a burden,

however, I wanted to exhibit the authentic items that I used in the video-performance. I did not
think it would be safe to hang large weights from my waist while doing squats on a potentially wet
counter. I am glad for the choice I made in caring for myself, because with larger weights, I could
have fared poorly in my unanticipated rapid dismount.

